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Local governments need
more control over land
use changes caused by
major investments in
new highways, airports,
entertainment and
manufacturing facilities.
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This “Profile” suggests a
way to increase local
governments planning
and zoning powers
through cooperative
action.

The proposed Prairie
Parkway provides an
excellent pilot project
opportunity for such a
planning endeavor.

Editor’s Introduction: Using the proposed Prairie Parkway as an example, this series
of reports describes a strategy for strengthening local control over the forces of rapid
urban development. Its thesis is that the urban growth associated with large new
investments in public infrastructure can be more effectively managed through
planning approaches applied to “special impact areas” where intense growth pressures
are anticipated.
The series is based upon a study by Northern Illinois University’s Center for
Governmental Studies at the request of, and with funding provided by, the Illinois
Department of Transportation. The views and recommendations set forth below are
those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the views of either NIU or IDOT.

To remain fully competitive in the new, global economy, the State of Illinois needs to
make its urban regions more able to attract economic development and to assure the
highest quality of life in urban neighborhoods.
Nowhere in the state is the challenge of positioning the state for effective global
economic competitiveness more evident and pressing than on Chicago’s western
urban fringe where growth pressures are intense. Recognizing this, a plan is under
consideration to construct a new interstate roadway – tentatively labeled the “Prairie
Parkway” – through the Chicago area’s western fringe and, in the process, connect the
economic development along its east-west I-88 corridor with the development along
its southwestern I-57 corridor.
The first Policy Profile on this subject1 described past urban development and showed
how such development was related to major new urban infrastructure investments,
such as the proposed Prairie Parkway. It also explored how such developments could
be managed to optimize both their economic return and the quality of life in
communities affected by them. That Profile reached a number of findings (See Box
One on the next page), and concluded that (1) a new planning approach should be
developed to increase the control over development by those communities most
affected by the infrastructure investment, and (2) the Prairie Parkway project would be
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an ideal test for such an approach. This
Profile will describe what such an
approach might be like.
Why is a new approach needed?
The history of urban development in the
last half of the 20th century demonstrated the problems resulting when
regional planning – planning in the part
of the urban region most affected by
new infrastructure development – does
not precede the development. Examples
of inadequate planning are many,
including O’Hare airport; Lake-Cook
Road; Randall Road, and the cluttered
development along the East-West,
Northwest, and Tri-State tollways, to
name only some of the most egregious.
From another perspective, planning that
is regional in scope can produce positive
results. The DaimlerChrysler (now
Mitsubishi) facility in BloomingtonNormal, well-planned in advance by
local governments, has produced a spinoff in terms of industrial development
that has revitalized the economies of
both the Bloomington-Normal and the
Peoria metropolitan areas.2
Doesn’t NIPC already do regional
planning?
The Chicago area has long benefitted
from the regional planning by NIPC (the
Northeastern Illinois Planning Commission) and surely will in the future with
the consolidation of NIPC and CATS
(Chicago Area Transportation Study).
But this study distinguishes between
metropolitan area planning (which
NIPC/CATS does) and planning for
regions within the metropolitan area. It
is this kind of planning – planning for
regions within the metropolitan area or

boxone Lessons from the History of Urban Development
Suburban sprawl is not caused by new roads or public services; it is what
happens when new public infrastructure, such as a new expressway,
overwhelms the planning controls that local governments can exercise.
The regional impact of a new expressway will be best controlled by the
affected local units of government working – planning and managing the
growth – collaboratively.
The sooner such planning starts, the more effect it is likely to have on the
quality of life in the region.
Global economic development patterns require both cooperation among the
impacted local governments and planning based on new and emerging
concepts in land use.
Comprehensive planning for high quality urban growth must be responsive
to democratic principles: it must be responsive to both
citizen input, and
entrepreneurial investment

boxtwo Necessary Levels of Planning For New Major
Infrastructure Developments
Major new public and private infrastructure investments – for airports,
roads, railroad facilities, regional park facilities, and large-scale industrial
or commercial developments – need to be accompanied by planning at
three sub-state levels:
Metropolitan Area Planning
Metropolitan planning commission – in Chicago, this would be the newly
merged NIPC-CATS agency – should focus on optimizing the new
investment’s contribution to the whole metropolitan region.
Sub-regional Planning
A cooperative venture involving the counties, cities, and villages – together
with the special district governments serving the same area – responsible for
delivering public services in the affected area. This planning should seek to
optimize the investment’s contribution to the economic and social wellbeing of the sub-region.
Local Planning
Planning conducted at the county, city, and village level to reconcile the
impact of the new investment with community values and enhance its
impact upon the quality of life in individual neighborhoods.

REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT INSTITUTE
Northern Illinois University

policyprofiles
sub-regional planning – to which this
study refers.
Who should do sub-regional
planning?
Sub-regional planning should be done
by the local governments – particularly
the counties, cities, and villages –
already serving the area most affected
by a proposed major new development
whose impact would cross local
government boundaries.
Currently such planning faces three
handicaps. (1) Each local government’s
planning authority is limited to the land
within its own boundaries or, at best, to
that land and land within a mile and a
half of those boundaries. Rarely is there
any congruence between local government boundaries and the geographic
area to be impacted by a major
infrastructure development. (2) Planning for the spillover effects of the new
infrastructure often will require very
specialized knowledge and experience
regarding the use of best planning
methods. Local government planning
agencies, especially those in less
developed areas, have neither the range
of special knowledge needed nor the
fiscal resources to acquire it. (3) The
number of such local planning agencies
in any sub-region is so large that,
without a coordinating mechanism,
conflicts and overlapping jurisdictional
issues will render local planning
ineffective.
The present local government planning
system must be empowered to overcome
these handicaps. Once so empowered,
the structure of urban planning could
look like that set forth in Box Two on
page 2.

boxthree

3
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Why would the Prairie Parkway make
a good pilot program for such a
system?
The Prairie Parkway is precisely the
kind of public investment which would
be most effectively served by a subregional planning effort. As can be seen
from the tentative map of the proposed
route presented in Box Three on the
previous page, it will traverse through
three counties, Kane, Kendall, and Will,
one municipality, Plano, and come
within less than three miles from the
municipalities of Elburn, Lisbon,
Minooka, Newark, Sandwich, Sugar
Grove, and Yorkville. Its vacant land
and interstate access will make it very
attractive to large national and international business developers. Because of
this, and because it currently is an oasis
within areas already affected by major
development pressures, it will ultimately be home to more than a hundred
thousand residents, regardless of
whether or not the roadway is built.
How would sub-regional planning be
organized and conducted?
The model for sub-regional planning
offered herein is one in which the
planning activity would be organized
and conducted by existing local government planning agencies which, by
collaborating on an organized basis,
would gain increased power and
control over the urban development
within their region by pooling their
existing powers with the powers of their
neighbors. In other words, it is a model
which would give existing local
governments a level of influence over
economic and residential development
that they would not otherwise have.
The principles which should guide such
efforts are set forth in Box Four.

boxfour Principles to Guide Sub-Regional Planning
1. Sub-regional planning should be organized around a “special impact
area” that corresponds to the scale of the project causing the need for
coordination. The boundaries of special impact areas – the areas affected by
major public infrastructure developments – should be flexible and should
depend on the type of infrastructure being built. In the Prairie Parkway’s
case, while the impact will affect land for miles around the roadway, the
most immediate impact area should be defined as the land located within five
miles of the highway’s right of way.
2. Sub-regional planning capacity for special impact areas should not
create a new layer of planning authority. Rather, it should “pool” the
authority that already exists among municipalities and counties within the
impact area.
3. A coordinated, local planning process must begin before infrastructure
construction begins. For the Prairie Parkway, the sub-regional planning
process must be on-going before decisions are made regarding the location of
the highway’s interchanges.
4. Collaboration initiatives to manage development in a regional area are
much more effective when they are generated by voluntary participation
that is encouraged by positive incentives.
5. The results of collaborative planning activities need to carry some
weight within established procedures for implementing land use planning,
zoning, and other land use control activities.
6. Sub-regional planning efforts need to be broadly inclusive. All those
whose interests are affected by a major new regional infrastructure
development, such as a new highway corridor or rail facility, should have
some role in the planning effort.
7. Conflicts between regional plans and pre-existing land use plans need to
be carefully studied. Newly established regional collaborative planning
organizations have a heightened need to ensure that all affected parties
review their plans and that the general public is aware of their actions.
8. Sub-regional planning must balance the issues of authority and
democracy. This balance can be struck by insuring that the collaborative
planning activity occurs under the authority of a board that represents each
existing local government agency that exercises zoning control over the uses
of some land within the region. This balances a centralized planning activity
with a more democratic process of oversight.
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How would such a planning process
get started?
Optimally, before the Prairie Parkway is
built – indeed, before the location of the
exits on the proposed parkway are
determined, if possible – legislation
should be enacted by the Illinois
General Assembly that would allow for
the establishment of sub-regional planning councils to coordinate new
development within special impact
areas created by major new infrastructure investments.
In the absence of such legislation, subregional planning could still take place
if each of the affected governments
adopted an ordinance setting forth its
intent to cooperate with the other
affected governments in this undertaking. Authorized by the 1970 Illinois
Constitution (Article VII, Section 10),
such a cooperative undertaking can
include all of the affected governments,
including school districts. Further, the
Constitution permits the cooperating
governments “to obtain or share
services and to exercise, combine, or
transfer any power or function, in any
manner not prohibited by law or by
ordinance......Participating units of government may use their credit, revenues,
and other resources to pay costs and to
service debt related to intergovernmental activities.”3
The elements needed to achieve such a
collaborative planning process are
known and available. What is needed
now is the willingness of state and local
government leaders to make it happen.
Since Phase One engineering for the
Prairie Parkway is already complete, a

sub-regional planning effort must be
activated without delay if its benefits are
to be maximized.4
What kind of an organization does
such planning require?
To be most effective, sub-regional
planning must provide for a working
process which contains the operational
elements set forth in Box Five on the
next page. A structure through which
such cooperation could take place might
be organized as follows.
Planning Council Membership. Subregional planning for special impact
areas should include representatives of
all of the governments located in the
affected area.. It should also include
representatives from those government
or private agencies charged with the
new infrastructure’s planning, development, and construction. Unless otherwise provided, each participating governmental organization should not be
entitled to more than three representatives on the planning council.
Thus, the membership for the Prairie
Parkway’s planning council, tentatively
labeled the Corridor Council, should
include representatives of the organizations listed in Box Six on page 7.
Executive Committee. For purposes of
operational effectiveness, and to preserve existing
local government
authority over planning, land use
control, zoning, and economic development activities, the Corridor Council
should have a Council Executive
Committee comprised of representa-

5

tives from the counties and the
municipalities located in the impacted
area. This committee should be given all
decision-making authority for the development, approval, and implementation
of the comprehensive plan as well as for
all matters related to the administration
and finance of Council activities.
Executive Committee members would
also serve as representatives of their
respective government on the Planning
Council.
Thus, membership on the Prairie
Parkway Corridor Council’s Executive
Committee should include the
government’s listed in Box Six on page
7.
Voting. Voting rights on the Executive
Committee should be apportioned
equally between representatives from
counties and those from municipalities.
Each municipality, in turn, should
receive equal representation on the
Committee. The 50-50 split in voting
power should be sustained over time,
even if the impact area grows to include
more counties or municipalities. (This is
the same arrangement already prescribed by state law in the state’s
watershed legislation.)
To assure each government adequate
representation and yet keep the Committee small enough to be operational,
each represented agency should be
allowed two representatives. To sustain
the 50-50 voting parity, each of the six
county representatives would each be
authorized to cast one and one-third
votes. Each municipality would have
one vote. If other counties or municipalities are added to the planning

6
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boxfive Proposed Operational Elements – Parkway Planning Process
Legislation or ordinances establishing a regional planning process for the
Prairie Parkway should provide for the following operational elements:
The affected governments should voluntarily share their planning authority
with a sub-regional planning cooperative which they will collectively control.
Those governments should voluntarily submit to the authority of such a group
in return for a share of the revenues generated by the economic development
that occurs in the region. (Experience elsewhere suggests that regional
sharing of sales tax proceeds can be a crucial incentive to secure voluntary
cooperation)
The county and municipal governments in the region should retain their
autonomy.
The county and municipal governments which already exercise planning
and zoning authority will share in the exercise of the regional planning
effort by having voting memberships on the board responsible for the
planning.
The interests of other governments in the area must be protected with a
guaranteed involvement in the planning process.
Those who stand to gain economic benefits should be motivated to share their
gains in ways that make regional decisions into win-win solutions for all
affected parties.
The sub-regional planning group should be financed, not by having its own
taxing powers or by imposing fees on developers, but rather from other
revenues generated by economic and land use development in the region.
County governments in the region should be willing to cooperate with each
other in supporting the initial planning efforts, and to invite other affected
local governments in the planning region to join in the effort. (In the case of
the Prairie Parkway corridor, these governments would be those in the three
counties located in the corridor: Kane, Kendall, and Will.)

process, appropriate adjustments in vote
weight would have to be made.
Appointment. Membership on the
planning agency should be appointed by
the legislative body or board of directors
of the agency being represented. The
Prairie Parkway’s Coordinating Council and Council Executive Committee
should be appointed by the legislative
body of each participating county board,
city council, or village board, and serve
at the pleasure of the appointing body.
Representatives of other governments
and agencies participating in the work of
the Parkway’s Coordinating Council
should be appointed by the legislative
body or board of directors of each such
agency.
Leadership. The Corridor Council
Executive Committee should be empowered to appoint its own officers,
including its chair, from among its own
membership. These officers should
serve at the pleasure of the Committee.
The officers of the Executive Committee should also serve in the same
capacity for the Coordinating Council.
The Executive Committee should also
appoint and supervise an executive
director, who has training and experience in local government planning and
administration, and such other staff as
may be needed in the fulfillment of its
responsibilities.
Summary. An organization chart for a
regional planning agency, in this case
for the Prairie Parkway, is shown in Box
Six on the next page.
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boxsix

Proposed Organizational Chart – Prairie Parkway Corridor Council

*

*

*

*Members of the Corridor Council
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How would land use and zoning
authority be allocated between local
and sub-regional planners?

municipality will be put into a position
of violating the terms under which it
annexed land into the impact area.

In this proposed planning concept, the
following generalizations would be
applicable:

2. Pre-existing county land use
designations should not be automatically
grandfathered into the planning agency’s
comprehensive plan since these
designations do not carry the legally
binding obligations of annexation
agreements.

1. The new planning authority – the
Corridor Council’s Executive Committee
in this case – should be authorized to
exercise zoning and land use authority
within the planning sub-region as a
whole.
2. The existing zoning and land use
authority of each participating county
and municipality would not be
diminished on matters within its
boundaries except as noted below.
3. Operative laws regarding
intergovernmental
cooperation,
including Article VII of the Illinois
constitution, would be applicable, with
existing planning and zoning powers
shared on matters relating to subregional development.
To assure meaningful coordination and
cooperation, the enabling authority
should contain the following exceptions
to the above statements:
1. Zoning that has already been adopted
for land that has been annexed by a
municipality within the planning area
should be grandfathered into the
agency’s comprehensive plan. This
provision will insure that legally
binding provisions in existing annexation
agreements will be continued and no

Whenever possible, however, the plan
should accommodate these previous
designations. However, the overriding
interest in such decisions should be the
need to provide new investors with the
kind of high-quality suburban space that
they seek in order to leverage the overall
economic development benefits of the
public’s investment.
Finally, agricultural land on which the
county has entered into a legally binding
agreement to purchased its development
options in order to preserve its
agricultural use should be respected so
there is no question of violating the legal
obligations involved.
3. Future zoning by municipalities on
land annexed within the impact area
should conform to the planning agency’s
comprehensive plan.
What enforcement powers should the
planning agency have?
For the sub-regional planning effort to
have any meaning, its comprehensive
plan needs to have substantial authority.
Since each municipality and county in
the region participates in the

development and approval of the plan,
each also has a stake in seeing that its
provisions are fulfilled and the plan’s
benefits are realized. To provide and
protect that authority, the critical
decisions involved in the planning
process should require approval by an
extra-ordinary majority of the decisionmaking body involved. Specifically,
In the voting majorities needed to
approve the region’s comprehensive
plan, the balance of power (majorities)
should be enough to achieve an
appropriate balance of interests as the
development process unfolds over the
years. For instance, a super majority of
some specified size (such as 75 per cent
of the total membership of the executive
committee) should be required to give
final approval to both the comprehensive
plan and any future changes to that plan.
Such a requirement would assure that at
least half of the delegates from both the
counties and the municipalities approve
the plan.
In order to achieve as much democracy
in the process as possible, it is also
important that each participating
government (county and municipality)
retain the ability to diverge from the
comprehensive plan if that government’s
legislative body approves of the nonconforming zoning by a super-majority
vote (optimally by 80 per cent of the
total voting membership of the legislative
body taking the action).
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How is the planning process to be
financed?
Sub-regional planning agencies,
including the Corridor Council, as
envisioned herein should not be
authorized to levy taxes or impose fees
to support their work.
A sub-regional planning agency’s initial
funding (i.e. the funding needed to
develop the comprehensive plan and to
work with member counties and
municipalities to secure changes that
might be needed in their individual
plans) should be provided by the agency
developing the new infrastructure. In the
Corridor Council’s case, that would be
the State of Illinois.
After that time, the planning agency
could finance its activities through
several mechanism, such as a negotiated
share of development impact fees
charged by the affected counties or
municipalities, or negotiated tax sharing
agreements based on the value of
individual developments within the
impacted area.
Won’t such agencies simply become
a new layer of bureaucracy?
Three steps should be taken to assure
that sub-regional planning not become
simply “another layer of bureaucracy:”
After their initial funding is exhausted,
sub-regional agencies should be kept
dependent upon their member
governments for financial support.

All sub-region planning work should be
contracted to the planning staffs of one
or more of the member governments.
Then, at most, the planning agency
would need a secretariat, headed by a
director, to assist it with contract
development, oversight functions, public
relations, and other internal operations.
Authorization for such sub-regional
planning agencies should contain a sun
set provision terminating the
organization ten years after the
construction of the new infrastructure
project’s completion unless a majority
of its member governments vote to
continue its operations.
So why is the Corridor Council a good
idea?
In a nutshell, it is a good idea because
regional planning through a corridor
council offers hope:
Hope that the Chicago area can be made
more attractive to real estate developers
in the new global economy;
Hope that land use patterns in new
neighborhoods can be made more
attractive and support a healthier, more
attractive style of life;
Hope that a new planning vehicle can be
developed to make major infrastructure
developments in Illinois more
economically and socially productive;
and

9

Hope that the urban development
already occurring along the Chicago
region’s western fringe can provide a
healthier, happier, and more prosperous
environment in which to live.
At the same time, there is no serious
downside to such a corridor council.
Such a council would:
Not seriously threaten the independence
and autonomy of existing governments,
but would rather generate broader
intergovernmental cooperation with its
promise of economic and social benefits
for new real estate developments within
their boundaries.
Not constitute another unit or layer of
government with its own regulating
bureaucracy, but rather would be a
temporary planning aid with a preestablished date for going out of
existence.
Not be just another Northeastern Illinois
Planning Commission (NIPC) for it
would represent only the governments
within the highway corridor and
promote only the well-being of those in
the corridor.
Not be a financial burden on existing
governments or on local taxpayers.

10
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In short:
A Prairie Parkway Coordinating Council
is an idea whose time has come, and
Any delay in establishing such a council
will only diminish its benefits to both the
western suburban fringe, to the Chicago
metropolitan area, and to the State of
Illinois.

Endnotes
1
Growth Management in the Western Suburbs, Part I: Planning for the Prairie
Parkway, Policy Profiles, Vol. 5, No. 1 (January 2005). This can be found on the web
at: www.cgsniu.org/publications/policy_profiles/policy_v5n1.pdf
2

It should be noted that the planning, in this instance, was not undertaken by a regional
agency, but rather by the Normal Town Council which, making creative use of home
rule powers, was able to achieve the same result. This is an instance in which the
exception proves the rule; while the planning was not undertaken regionally, the
unusually far-sighted actions of the Normal town officials proved the benefits that
planning which is regional in scope can have upon regional economic development
and quality of life.

3

1970 Illinois Constitution, Article VII, Section 10 (a).

4

Delays in project start-up will only make it harder to achieve full collaboration and
cooperation from the affected parties, including both governments and affected
private interests. Without full collaboration and cooperation, the success of the entire
development effort risks being compromised.
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